USING NEUROLINGUISTIC PROGRAMMING (NLP) TO ENHANCE PEDAGOGIC PRACTICES
Dennis Sale

ABSTRACT

The field of neurolinguistic programming (NLP) is often misunderstood and misrepresented. This paper provides a clear summary picture on what NLP is, and a realistic frame on the specific ways it can be effectively used in everyday classroom practices to enhance teaching and learning.

The applications of NLP presented in this paper have been extensively validated in practice and can be readily learned by keen teaching professionals who seek to maximize the learning opportunities for their students as well as enhance their capabilities as creative teachers. The specific areas addressed in the paper focus on how to maximize personal impact when communicating with people, changing limiting beliefs and poor psychological states, building good rapport and improving one’s own creative teaching through modelling the ‘very best’ amongst us.

INTRODUCTION
For those of us who have spent some 30 plus years in the profession, there is likely to be affinity with Sallis and Hingley’s (1991) assertion that “education is a creature of fashion” (p.9). We have seen shifts from traditional to progressive education and, more recently, the teachers’ role allegedly changing from ‘sage on the stage’ to ‘guide on the side’. It seems that we are periodically presented with new ‘theories and models of learning’ that purport to offer better approaches to teaching and learning practices (e.g., learning styles, situated learning, constructivism, etc). Indeed, what constitutes effective teaching has long been contested in the educational literature (Tuckman, 1995; Ornstein, 1995; Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005). 

In terms of neurolinguistic programming (NLP) I am surprised that it has taken so long for it to become fashionable in the educational arena. For me, NLP has long offered both significant insights into human behaviour and practical approaches that have much of value for key aspects of pedagogical practice. I have been using them for decades. However, from my experience, some aspects of NLP are quite simply ‘fluffy’ – essentially high sounding and interesting but not really validated in practice. As a consequence, it is not surprising that NLP is often misunderstood and misrepresented. 

This paper attempts to provide a clear summary picture on what NLP is, and a realistic frame on the specific ways it can be effectively used in everyday classroom practices to enhance teaching and learning. I will firstly consider key perspectives on NLP and make explicit certain assumptions about human psychology and communication behaviour. Secondly, I will show how NLP techniques can be used to significantly enhance key aspects of pedagogical practice, and their specific relationship to core principles of learning. Quite simply, in NLP terms, how they work and what is involved. 
FRAMING NLP 
Understanding the Structure of Subjective Experience

Firstly, let’s unpack the very terminology, ‘NLP’. In most basic terms it can be broken down to a relationship between 3 interrelated components of human functioning that affects the way we perceive the world around us and subsequent interact in it. The essential components, in NLP speak, are:

Neuro:
This refers to the neurological processing of sensing – seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting and smelling - and how they shape our perceptions and thinking about things in our world

Linguistic:
This refers to the language patterns (verbal and non-verbal), which affect our understanding of the world and how we communicate
Programming:
This refers to the ways in which we organize and orientate our thoughts, feelings and beliefs to interact with the world in our own personalized way.
A significant aspect of NLP is concerned with understanding how these components interrelate internally to shape – even determine – the structure of subjective experience. Dilts (1980) captures this important framing of NLP when he referred to it as:

...the study of the components of perception and behaviour which makes our experience possible. (p.1)
While each person has his/her own individualized inner view of reality (Map in NLP terms), the essential processes of the way that map is constructed is generic and understandable. Dilts went so far as to argue that:

When the confusions and complexities of life experiences are examined, sorted and untangled, what remains is a set of behavioural elements and rules that aren’t too difficult 
to understand at all. (p.5)
For NLP then, a major focus is on understanding the ways in which the brain structures the inner world of subjective experience and, from such understanding, how we might influence human perception and action in more productive ways. The structure of subjective experience from a NLP perspective can be represented diagrammatically as follows:
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For purposes of translation, ‘The Territory’ represents the external world, which is experienced through our senses. However, the external world is not simply represented as it is (e.g., in the case of taking a photograph) in our internal world (The Map). In fact, the external world cannot be understood separate from the interpretations we put on it. An individuals’ interpretation of the external world is always mediated by a number of existential ‘Filters’ – the main ones being our belief systems, language, memory and personality traits. The result of this process of interpretation is that we construct our own personal inner world (map) along with the deletions, distortions and generalizations that result from this filtering process. What is most significant here is that the way we experience the world, and our actions in relation to that experience, gives us the feeling of objectivity (e.g., this is the real world), but in fact it is a very personalized subjective framing of the world. In NLP terms, ‘the Map is not the Territory’, only our personal representation of it.

From a NLP perspective, beliefs are the most significant neurological filter determining how we perceive and experience external reality. Furthermore, our perceptions of reality will determine both our thinking and behaviour. However, and of real significance, as Adler (1996) points out:
We forget that beliefs are no more than perceptions, usually with a limited sell be date, yet we act as though they were concrete realities. (p.145)

Much of student success or failure can be accredited to the beliefs held by both teachers and learners, as documented by a long line of research going back to Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968) pioneering research on the impact of teacher expectations on student performance. In terms of achievement, this is most aptly captured by Henry Ford’s famous quote (1994) “If you think you can or think you can’t, you’re right”. (272)

Indeed, differences in beliefs may represent mans biggest threat to survival. In the content of teaching and learning, a major barrier to successful learning for many students (and some teachers) are limiting beliefs about intelligence, self and the nature of learning itself. 

The implications for pedagogic practices of the nature of subjective experience, especially the relationship between perception and beliefs, will be developed in later sections of the paper. However, certain generic implications need to be made explicit at the outset. Firstly, maps are not just theoretical constructs, they are the internal realities of all of us as we try to make sense of the world we live in and find personal meaning for living a life. The really important point, from a NLP perspective, is that maps can both assist us in our search for personal success and meaning as well as constitute the biggest barrier to such fulfilment. In a nutshell, some maps are better than others – much better. As Hall (2001) argues:

The richer our map, the more accurate, adequate, and useful our menu, the more choices. The more impoverished our model, the fewer choices. The richer and fuller our linguistic
map, the richer our mind...Maps induce states, and states govern perception and
behaviour. (pp. 26-27)
Secondly, the inner world of subjective experience is far from well organized and integrated. As Bandler & Grinder (1990) point out:
It’s really important to understand that most people are very chaotically organised on the 
inside. (p.71)
O’Connor & Seymour (1995) go as far as to argue that:

 
We contain multiple personalities living in uneasy alliance under the same skin. (p.13) 
A view of a ‘naturally disorganized mind’ is supported from a wide range of research and perspectives. For example, Csikszentmihaly (1990), from much research, concluded:

Contrary to what we tend to assume, the normal state of the mind is chaos. (p.119) 

Such a view of human consciousness is also shared by Pinker (2002) who asserts that:
Behavior…comes from an internal struggle among mental modules with differing agendas and goals (p.40).

While we can understand how the mind works – so to speak – we are often dealing with fairly disorganized minds at the personal level. As, I will argue later, NLP offers the possibility of helping others (including ourselves of course) to better organize consciousness for achieving desired results in life – indeed, better learning.
A Methodology for Understanding the ‘What’ & ‘How’ of Highly Effective performance
A second major focus of NLP has been on understanding the underlying syntax of excellent performance (irrespective of the context, e.g., work, sports, making money, etc). Essentially, NLP poses the essential questions:
1. What is it that highly effective people do (at the cognitive, affective and behavioural levels)?

2. How do they do it (what resources and strategies are involved)?

For example, Adler (1996) refers to NLP as:

...the study of excellence, and modelling is the process used to specifically identify and ‘code’ excellence so that others can also achieve it (p.155)
The basic objectives of NLP are 1) to model effective abilities and 2) transfer these abilities to others. O’Connor and Seymour (1995) refer to NLP as, “… a way of studying how people excel in any field and teaching these patterns to others” (p.1). In the context of teaching, Bodenhamer and Hall (1999) point out that:

Teachers who want to improve model the best teachers. NLP offers a model for learning how to recognize excellence and to emulate it. NLP focuses on recognizing excellence and how to specifically chunk it down into the component elements and the syntax (or order) for installing it in others. (p.xii)

Similarly Dilts (1990) illustrates NLP in this context:

Effective thinking strategies can be modelled and utilized by any individual who wishes to do so. (p.193)

NLP is less concerned with why some people excel more than others; it is primarily focused on what they do (behaviour and physiology) and the how they do it (internal thinking strategies).  As Adler (1996) documents in discussing modelling:

It is concerned with differences – what is the person doing differently that results in their behaviour and success, or failure? In other words, what is the difference that makes the difference? It does not attempt to answer the question why, but rather how. (p.157)
The above summary of NLP is by no means comprehensive, and does not represent the wide range of specific models and techniques used in NLP. The interested reader can refer to the range of texts contained in the References section of the paper. However, it will provide sufficient context for understanding how NLP can significantly enhance pedagogic practices, which is illustrated in the next section.
PEDAGOGICAL APPLICATIONS OF NLP
In this section, I will outline my frame on some of the most useful pedagogic applications of NLP, based on many years of working with students in a wide range of educational contexts. These are summarized in terms of the following:
1. Maximizing personal impact and building rapport

2. Developing productive learning through reframing
3. Modelling highly effective teaching
1.
Maximizing Personal Impact and Building Rapport

In any human communication situation, it is not necessarily what we intend to communicate, it’s what’s perceived. The implication from a NLP perspective is vividly captured by Bandler & Grinder (1990):


The meaning of your communication is the response you get. (p.61)

Furthermore as Molden (2001) makes explicit:
It is our behaviour that directly connects to results, even though our thinking may be responsible for generating the behaviour. (p.59)

What this means is that the way we structure and conduct our communication behaviours in relation to other people is crucial for influencing their perception of us and the kind of attention, if any, they are likely to give. Attention is crucial, and its impact is nicely captured by Sylwester (1998) who points out:

It’s biologically impossible to learn anything that you’re not paying attention to; the attentional mechanism drives the whole learning and memory process. (p.6)

Similarly Csikszentmihalyi (1990) argues:

The shape and content of life depends on how attention has been used….Attention is the most important tool in the task of improving the quality of experience. (p.33)

Having got good attention, whether at a large audience or individual level, it’s then a question of what we do with it. It is well documented in psychology that first impressions have a scientific basis in the Primacy Effect - the tendency for the brain to take in a lot of information quickly when confronted with a new stimulus (e.g., another person). Many teachers will identify with the observation of Wadd (1973), who warns:
In establishing the order he has decided upon, the teacher must be fully aware that what happens in the first few encounters with the pupils is likely to establish the relationship which he will have to live with for the rest of his contact with that particular class. (p.87)
If one is able to get good attention, this is an ideal platform to build rapport and, as the world famous success coach Anthony Robbins (2001) alluded, “Rapport is the ultimate tool for producing results with other people” (p.231). This applies to all human encounters and teaching is certainly no exception.
NLP focuses attention on the key aspects of the communication process that makes possible maximizing positive attention and building good rapport. Some methods and key techniques include:
Sensory Acuity
Sensory Acuity refers to the ability to notice, monitor and make sense of the external cues provided by other people’s communication style. Skill in recognising patterns in linguistic terminology and body language helps to understand their people personal maps and state of mind. One area of NLP focuses on the use of predicates used by people as a means to identify their preferred ‘Representational System’ (e.g., visual, auditory and kinesthetic). For example, people with a strong visual preference will tend to use terms like, “let’s image”, “we are drawing a blank here”, etc. In contrast, more kinesthetically orientated people are more likely to use terms like, “let’s get a grip of”, “it strikes me”, etc.

Using a communication style that impacts an audience or person
Once we have identified significant aspects of a person’s communication style and typical ways of thinking, it is then possible to use appropriate language content and a style to calibrate with that other person’s communication preference and personal maps. There is an old saying that goes something like “people like people like themselves”. NLP recognizes this truism and provides an understanding of the syntax of effective communication. It is then our choice as to whether we want to exploit this understanding or not. In a nutshell – am I revealing a linguistic cue here? – people respond better to those who “speak their language”.
2.
Developing Productive Learning through Reframing
As a teacher, I have taught across all educational sectors at some time as well as many cultural and ethnic contexts. There are many observational and comparison points that can be made, but I will say that teaching students who lack motivation in learning – in terms of the curriculum outcomes – is perhaps one of the most challenging. 
A major aspect of low motivated students, apart from lacking certain important competences and dispositions for school learning, is the perception that schoolwork – including teachers – is not worth bothering with and that they are not likely to be particularly successful anyway. In NLP terms they have developed negative and limiting beliefs – for whatever reasons – relating to school learning. Unless, an experience can be created in which these beliefs are challenged strongly, such students are likely to continue with the typical behaviours associated with them and the accompanying psychological states (e.g., poor attention, apathy to school work, possible antagonism to teachers, etc). They are in the classic self-fulfilling prophecy scenario.
When teaching, especially in the secondary sector in working class communities, I encountered some students who simply did not like teachers. I remember one referring to us as “middle-class poofs”. With such students, there is little point in arguing with them or telling them off – this only reinforces the belief. The strategy that typically worked for me - not always but often enough - was to make a massive effort to make the learning interesting for students, talk to them in a direct and friendly manner about things they were interested in and deflect anything they did that was negative (unless, of course, if safety issues were involved). Over time, students will experience what psychologists refer to as ‘cognitive dissonance’, which is essentially the conflict between present perceptions and existing beliefs. In basic terms, they have negative beliefs about teachers, but their present experience – their perception – is contradicting this belief (e.g., this teacher is ok). From my experience, once this occurs, it is not too long before an individual student changes his/her belief system. However, it doesn’t initially change from ‘teachers are not ok’ to ‘teachers are ok’, but rather to ‘this teacher is ok’.
The important point is that to change student’s behavioural patterns, it is essential initially to create experiences which influence their ‘here and now’ perception. If successful, many students will change their beliefs systems through this continual perception of contradicting experiences. In NLP terms, you have brought about a change in their personal maps, modified belief systems and got them to reframe – at least in relation to you. Reframing essentially means that students are putting things in different contexts and therefore giving them different meanings. You are no longer part of their stereotype of teachers (e.g., in visual illusion terms, they no longer see the old lady, but now the young one). This, then, is your ‘teachable moment’ – in fact, it is longer than a moment. I have often been asked, “How long does it take to get a productive reframe from students”. The answer is, of course, context specific - sometimes, almost immediately, sometimes never, usually a few weeks. Ultimately, you cannot force anyone to reframe, it’s a students’ personal choice. As Adler (1996) points out:
How your perceive something makes all the difference, and you are free to see things from any perspective you wish. (P.145)
I have summarized the process of reframing students in the diagram below:
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3.
Modelling Highly Effective Teaching
In the introduction of this paper, I made reference to education being “a creature of fashion” and effective teaching long being “contested in the literature”. The contested nature and periodic radical reframing of what constitutes good teaching does little to convince anybody that teaching is truly a profession with well constituted bases of professional knowledge, as in the case of medicine or engineering. However, there is as Darling-Hammond & Bransford (2005), from surveying the research findings, concluded:

…systematic and principled aspects of effective teaching, and there is a base of verifiable evidence of knowledge that supports that work in the sense that it is like engineering or medicine. (p.12)

.

Furthermore, teacher’s capabilities vary very considerably and their impact is probably the most significant in terms of determining educational quality. As Izumi & Evers (2002) conclude:

…nothing is as important to learning as the quality of a student’s teacher. The difference between a good teacher and a bad teacher is so great that fifth-grade students who have poor teachers in grades three to five score roughly 50 percentile points below similar groups of students who are fortunate enough to have effective teachers. (ix)
Similarly Rivers & Sanders (2002) highlight:


The effect of the teacher far overshadows classroom variables, such as previous achievement level of students, class size…heterogeneity of   students, and the ethnic and socio-economic makeup of the classroom. (p.17)
From a NLP perspective, highly effective - indeed, creative - teaching, can be modelled, understood, and subsequently learned. My own research has enabled an understanding of the underlying syntax of highly effective and creative teaching. From observations and interviews with teaching professionals (identified by students as both very competent and creative), while the form and content of what they did varied, there were underlying patterns to what they were seeking to achieve and the structuring of their teaching strategies to get these results. For example, apart from meeting the explicit learning outcomes of the topic being taught, such teachers actively sought to achieve the following results with students:
· Getting good attention when desired

· Creating good rapport

· Imbuing positive beliefs and psychological states 

· Making learning relevant and meaningful

Furthermore, and most interestingly, it was their ability to weave together certain key resources into a strategy that created engaging experiences for the different student groups involved. As mentioned earlier, it’s the experience that is crucial in shaping students perception of the learning situation and subsequent attentional orientation. We typically think of good pedagogy in terms of logical lesson organization, appropriate use of instructional methods, teaching/learning aids, etc – which are, of course, important. However, these are only some of the key ‘ingredients’, of a potentially effective learning experience, they are not the ‘cake’ – metaphorically speaking. There is also a highly significant creative dimension, which transforms the lesson plan into an engaging and effective learning experience. I have encapsulated this creative dimension in the acronym SHAPE: 

· Stories told to provide context, understanding and emotional anchors

· Humour used to achieve rapport and provide novelty

· Activities provided to integrate, apply and consolidate learning

· Presentation style (e.g., words, tone, body language – as well as observation and listening) to provide clarity, meaning and influence student attention, beliefs and psychological states

· Examples used to illustrate facts, concepts, principles, procedures 

SHAPE is a powerful metaphor for capturing the underpinning syntax of a creative pedagogy in that teaching is essentially about creating learning experiences that get desired results with students. The ability to combine various components of SHAPE into an engaging – often novel – learning experience is the creative aspect, indeed ‘art’ of teaching. In terms of Izumi & Evers (2002) depiction of the impact of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ teachers above, the good ones are in much better SHAPE than the bad. Teacher’s in the best SHAPE are able to create the kind of learning situations that Intrator (2003) refers to in his description of excellent teachers:

A potent teacher will skilfully and gracefully create conditions and stage activities that inspire students to have a sustained and meaningful encounter with a subject – because they can (p.7)

A SUMMARY FRAME
In this paper I have attempted to provide a concise and representative framing of NLP, how it works and some important applications for pedagogic practices. Hopefully, I have demonstrated that an understanding and ability to use certain NLP practices can have significant benefits in terms of fostering better relationships with students, enhancing productive motivation through reframing limiting beliefs and understanding the syntax of highly effective teaching. The famous management guru Peter Druckers’ observation on teaching is particularly interesting in this context:

…the only major occupation of man for which we have not yet developed tools that make an average person capable of competence and performance. In teaching we rely on the "naturals," the ones who somehow know how to teach
NLP can certainly help us to understand what these naturals do and how they do it. It is then within the control of motivated individuals to develop the necessary resources and strategies that underpin such competence, and become highly effective and creative teachers. 
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